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ABSTRACT
GENDER AMBIVALENCE IN LATE-RENAISSANCE ITALY: THE CAREER
AND RECEPTION OF TARQUINIA MOLZA
MAY 2017
KATHRYN FIRTH, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHAMPTON
M.M., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Emiliano Ricciardi
The role of women changed constantly during the Renaissance era. Especially notable
was the evolution of the role of women within the arts, in which the female gender was
becoming particularly sought after. One woman deserving of attention is poetess,
philosopher, and musician Tarquinia Molza (1542-1617) who enjoyed notable success at
the court of Ferrara. Molza by-passed gender conventions of the day by engaging in
traditionally “masculine” activities like philosophy and “feminine” ones such as singing.
While there is plentiful scholarship about Molza, no current scholarship has specifically
considered how questions regarding the ambivalence of her gender affected Molza’s
relationship with her contemporaries.
This thesis explores how the notion of masculinity and femininity impacted Molza’s
reception among her peers. In order to do so, I examine Molza’s philosophical, poetic, and
musical output, before looking at a similarly diverse output from her contemporaries.
Though this study does not encompass all of the poetry and musical settings dedicated to
Molza, it helps us gain a sense of poetic and musical style, providing the basis for further
study.
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My thesis seeks to further our understanding of the role of women in the northern Italian
courts during the second half of the sixteenth century, and strives to examine the links
between the gender ambivalence surrounding Tarquinia Molza and her reception among
her contemporaries. Moreover, this study sheds light on the importance of gendered
rhetoric in late sixteenth-century culture, a consideration that can be further developed and
applied to the study of other notable figures.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The status of women has long been the subject of heated debate throughout Western
history. One of the historical periods in which this topic became particularly prominent in
both social and cultural discourse was the late sixteenth-century, especially in the courts of
northern Italy. Here, and in other settings, intellectuals and artists of the caliber of Torquato
Tasso engaged with the subject extensively.1 Their engagement with the topic was, in many
respects, the result of significant changes in the role of women in courtly environments.
Particularly noteworthy was the increasing importance of women in the arts, including
music. Female artists were now an integral part of courtly life and could often achieve,
perhaps for the first time in history, a status similar to their male counterparts.2 One of
these pioneering women was poetess, philosopher, and musician Tarquinia Molza (15421617), the subject of this thesis in which I examine her career and gendered reception by
considering poetry and music that was dedicated to her.
Tarquinia Molza was born on November 1st, 1542 into a high-ranking Modenese
family.3 Molza’s father, Camillo, was a knight of the Spanish order of Santiago, and later
entered the service of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese. Her grandfather was Francesco Maria

1

Laurie Stras, “Le nonne della ninfa: Feminine Voices and Modal Rhetoric in the Generations
before Monteverdi,” in Gender, Sexuality, and Early Music, ed. Todd M. Borgerding (London UK:
Routledge, 2002), 125-26.
2
Anthony Newcomb, “Courtesans, Muses, or Musicians? Professional Women Musicians in
Sixteenth-Century Italy,” in Women Making Music: The Western Art Tradition, 1150-1950, ed.
Jane M. Bowers and Judith Tick (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1986), 93.
3
Nicola Catelli “Molza, Tarquinia,” accessed September 5, 2016,
http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/tarquinia-molza_(Dizionario-Biografico)/.
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Molza, a famous Italian poet. In 1560, at the age of eighteen, Tarquinia married Modenese
gentleman Paolo Porrini who supported her desire to study, but she was widowed after his
death in 1579. By 1583, Molza was employed as a lady in waiting to Duchess Margherita
at the court of Ferrara. During her time at the Este court, Molza enjoyed notable success
and continued to build upon her already impressive musical career. Her involvement with
the famed Concerto delle donne (a group of singing ladies from the Ferrarese court) is the
topic of much scholarly debate. Some argue that Molza was involved with the group as a
performer, while others advocate that she was involved more in the realm of a singing
coach.
The Concerto delle donne was formed in the early 1580s by Duke Alfonso II d’Este
at the court of Ferrara. Despite their renown in the other courts of northern Italy and even
further afield in modern-day Europe, the group performed exclusively in the musica secreta
of the Ferrarese court. Duke Alfonso II’s group reached such high levels of fame, however,
that a number of well-known composers (including Luzzasco Luzzaschi) were queuing up
to write for the them. A group similar to the Concerto delle donne was trialed some ten
years beforehand at the court of Ferrara. However, this initial attempt did not succeed in
quite the same way as the second group, likely due to the fact that the new Concerto delle
donne was made up of professionally trained musicians; Anna Guarini, Laura Peverara,
Livia d’Arco, and potentially Tarquinia Molza. Music, at this point, became far more
accessible to women; particularly to those who shared a similar ranking to the members of
the new and improved Concerto delle donne. Women however, including the members of
the group, were still enlisted as ladies-in-waiting and were expected to fulfill these duties,
as well as their musical ones. Molza remained at the court of Ferrara until her dismissal in

2

1589, when she returned to Modena. In 1600 Molza was granted honorary Roman
citizenship; notably the only woman to have received this decree. Molza died in Modena
on August 8th, 1617 at the age of 75, leaving a will in three languages: Latin, Greek, and
Italian.
Although my work provides an original approach to this important female artist and
intellectual, it draws on and engages in dialogue with existing scholarship on Molza, and
on the situation of women in the Renaissance more generally. Tarquinia Molza has been
the subject of several studies; she is, after all, a well-known woman to many lateRenaissance scholars. Some of the most notable writings come from well-respected
academics that include Anthony Newcomb, Laurie Stras, Elio Durante and Anna
Martellotti, and Joanne Marie Riley. In their respective studies, each scholar has explored
Molza’s life and work in varying levels of depth, especially in relation to music making in
the late Renaissance.
Focusing more generally on the Renaissance era, which is typically defined as
between the years 1400-1600, there is an abundance of scholarship that discusses the role
of women during this time period. Particularly notable is Ruth Kelso’s 1956 monograph, a
groundbreaking study that documents a number of primary and secondary sources on the
condition of women in the Renaissance. 4 Kelso’s book references the work of many
notable figures, including the Italian courtier Baldassarre Castiglione, poet and intellectual
Torquato Tasso, and others such as Bartolommeo Amigo and Robert Cleaver. Kelso
provides detailed discussions focused around topics that include the general role of women,

4

Ruth Kelso, Doctrine for the Lady of the Renaissance (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press,
1956).
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their training, vocations, and their role within the courts. This publication, however, is not
just limited to the role of women in northern Italy, and provides a broader understanding
of gender expectations and their development across the Renaissance era.
Following a similar train of thought to Kelso, Margaret L. King’s book also focuses
on the role of women in the Renaissance. However, unlike Kelso, King’s examination
focuses on three key aspects of Renaissance life: the family, the church, and high culture.5
King passes comment about the education that females received during the Renaissance
era in her final chapter, “Women and High Culture.” As well as discussing this crucial
topic, which has been tackled by several other scholars, King also considers the issue of
social hierarchy. As with the majority of the sources discussed in this introduction and
literature review, King takes a modern approach to an older subject. Many of the topics
discussed in King’s work, including education, gender, and social class are especially
important when we begin to consider Molza’s own education and career.
Anthony Newcomb provides a more nuanced account of the role of women in the
late-Renaissance in his chapter in Bowers and Tick’s book that examines the role of women
in music across the span of some 800 years. More specifically, Newcomb discusses the
possible roles that women were deemed as “able” to take on in the courts of northern Italy
during the mid- to late-Renaissance.6 His discussion opens with lines from Ariosto’s epic
poem Orlando Furioso:
Women have arrived at excellence
in every art in which they have striven
in their chosen fields their renown is apparent
to anyone who studies the history books.
If the world has long remained unaware of their achievements,
5
6

Margaret L. King, Women of the Renaissance (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1991).
Anthony Newcomb, “Courtesans, Muses, or Musicians?”.
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this sad state of affairs is only transitionary;
perhaps envy concealed the honors due to them
or perhaps the ignorance of historians.
In our own day I can clearly see
such virtues evident among fair ladies
that pen must be set to paper
to record it all for posterity
and to drown in perpetual shame
the calumnies of evil tongues.7
Newcomb’s selection of these lines appears to serve a dual purpose, providing a
commentary on the role of women within the arts at this time, while also allowing us to
witness how hypocritically women were viewed. From Newcomb’s writing we can
conclude that women were allowed to practice the arts, but in extreme secrecy. This
changed in the 1580s when Duke Alfonso II d’Este formed his Concerto delle donne; an
idea that was not initially well received, especially by some older aristocratic males and
musicians. Though they performed solely in the musica secreta of the Ferrarese court, the
levels of renown that they achieved aided the recognition of women in the arts. Molza’s
much-disputed involvement with the Concerto delle donne, and the reception of the group
of singing ladies, is examined in Newcomb’s chapter which primarily focuses on the court
of Ferrara, where Molza spent much of her career as a musician.
Laurie Stras’s work in Borgerding’s book Gender, Sexuality and Early Music sets
out with the aim of identifying feminine and masculine rhetoric for the generation that
preceded Monteverdi.8 In order to achieve this goal, Stras takes a variety of routes. She
first provides a background to the topic at hand: how men and women were viewed
biologically and how their, primarily social, importance differed. Stras also provides

7
8

Ibid., 90-91.
Stras, “Le nonne della ninfa,” 123-165.
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reproductions of images of Tarquinia at differing stages of her life. I discuss these in more
detail with regard to the gender ambivalence surrounding her figure in Chapter 1. Stras
continues by analyzing a number of madrigal texts, looking for explicitly masculine and
feminine words, phrases, and attributes. Her work concludes with the mapping out of
cadences in settings of these texts, and a close examination of the harmonies in each
musical example in order to make the case that men and women were treated differently in
both society and music.
This focus on gendered rhetoric in music is not limited to Stras, however. A pivotal
piece of scholarship comes in the form of Suzanne Cusick’s work in which she addresses
the notion of gender in music during the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries.9
The fight between old and new is nothing novel, but Cusick takes a fresh stance on the
musical disagreement and allows us to see this dispute from the perspective of gender. In
particular, Cusick argues that concepts of gender can be applied to the prima
pratica/seconda pratica debate. More specifically, Cusick states that perfection was
masculine and that imperfection was decidedly feminine during the late-Renaissance.
Furthermore, Cusick advocates that perfection, but especially imperfection, can be heard
in the new and innovative use of accidentals, and in sonorities more generally, in seconda
practica madrigals of the mid- to late-sixteenth century.
Focusing on Tarquinia Molza, her career and reception, one of the most important
resources is Joanne Marie Riley’s Master’s thesis.10 This document appears to be the first

9

Suzanne G. Cusick, “Gendering Modern Music: Thoughts on the Monteverdi-Artusi
Controversy,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 46, no. 1 (Spring, 1993): 1-25.
10
Joanne Marie Riley, “The Influence of Women on Secular Vocal Music in Sixteenth Century
Italy: The Life and Career of Tarquinia Molza (1542-1617),” (M.A. Thesis, Wesleyan University,
CT. 1980).
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that comprehensively examines Molza’s life and her career as a musician. In her thesis,
Riley offers an extensive biography in which Molza is painted as an educated, upper-class
Renaissance woman who wanted to be taken as seriously as men. At first glance, we might
not be surprised to discover Molza’s talents in musical performance, as it was not
uncommon for girls to be taught music and the arts rather than the highly regarded
academic subjects of mathematics and science. However, through Riley’s work we
discover that Molza also studied counterpoint, which is particularly noteworthy because it
was rare for women to study music in such an academic way at this time.11 Riley writes
rather extensively on L’amorosa filosofia, a philosophical dialogue by Francesco Patrizi
that specifically discusses Molza’s philosophy of love, as the title suggests. This provides
a detailed background to Stras’s article mentioned earlier in this literature review and,
furthermore, to Molza’s career as a philosopher; particularly crucial as we move into
Chapters 1 and 2. Riley’s examination of the philosophical document also provides a
comprehensive insight into Patrizi’s and Molza’s relationship. In her research, Riley works
to contextualize and understand the writing of Patrizi, which acknowledges not just Molza's
philosophical standings and theories, but also considers her musical abilities, personality,
and physical appearance, subjects that I explore in detail in my own research.
In contrast to Riley’s more general overview of Molza’s life, Laurie Stras focuses
on Molza’s career some fifteen years before her employment at the Este court of Ferrara.12
More specifically, she concentrates on a performance of Marc’Antonio Ingegneri’s “Hor
che ‘l ciel e la terra e’l vento tace” that Molza gave to members of the Este family, including

11

Domenico Vandelli, Vita di Tarquinia Molza detta L'Unica, (Bergamo: Lancellotti, 1750), 7.
Laurie Stras, “Recording Tarquinia: Imitation, Parody and Reportage in Ingegneri’s ‘Hor che ‘l
ciel e la terra e’l vento tace’,” Early Music 27, no. 3 (August 1993): 358-77.
12
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Duke Alfonso II d’Este, upon one of their visits to Modena. Stras consults a variety of
primary sources that provide us with detailed descriptions of Molza’s performance of
Ingegneri’s polyphonic madrigal. Among these primary sources, we most notably find
excerpts from fellow musician Fabrizio Dentice’s appearance in Francesco Patrizi’s
publication, L’amorosa filosofia. This is particularly significant as it brings together two
opposing subjects: music and philosophy. These writings are discussed further in Chapter
2. Stras’s essay allows us to trace trends in performance practice of the mid- to latesixteenth century in the northern Italian courts, while also providing valuable insight on
Molza’s life and career pre-Ferrara. This is especially important as, unlike her Ferrarese
years, Molza’s career before she joined the Este court is less richly documented.
An important resource when considering the reception of Tarquinia Molza among
her contemporaries is Elio Durante and Anna Martellotti’s publication from 2009.13 In this
essay, Durante and Martellotti have collected a wide array of poetry dedicated to Molza.
These poems address a variety of topics, including her musicianship, her philosophical
views, and her physical appearance. Much of the poetry mentioned in this article is by
Torquato Tasso and Angelo Grillo, though Durante and Martellotti acknowledge that there
is likely more poetry from other, often anonymous, poets still to be found. Although
Durante and Martellotti also provide context to each poem, the focus of the scholarship is
mainly the poetry itself. Besides examining poetry, the two scholars also discuss reports
from public and important figures who came in contact with Molza, some of which tackle
question of gender.

13

Elio Durante and Anna Martellotti, “Tarquinia Molza e il concerto delle dame,” Atti e memorie
del'Accademia di scienze, lettere ed arti di Modena 8, no. 12 (2009): 259-303.
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Reflecting her varying interests, Molza’s name is also found in a number of
publications that are not related to music, particularly so in literary scholarship. In fact, her
career as a poet seems to be quite well documented, though not as well as her musical
career. More specifically, we find a chapter dedicated to her in Irma Jaffe and Gernando
Colombardo’s 2002 publication.

14

In their work, we discover more biographical

information about Molza, with a particular focus on her amorous relationships,
accompanied by some of the poetry that was dedicated to her. Perhaps even more
importantly, Jaffe and Colombardo document a select portion of poetry by Molza herself.
Both collections of poetry are vital when discussing Molza’s reception by others, and her
own career as a poet in the upcoming chapters. The documentation of Molza’s own poetry
provides the basis for study in Chapter 2, where the notion of gender ambivalence is raised
in her own poetic compositions.
While there is considerable scholarship devoted to Tarquinia Molza, to the best of
my knowledge, no one has specifically and explicitly considered how questions of gender
affected Molza’s reception among her contemporaries. In particular, my work considers
the extent to which late sixteenth-century notions of masculinity and femininity are
reflected in Molza’s peers’ view of her appearance and her career in as diverse fields as
philosophy, poetry, and music. To do so, I will provide an in-depth examination of poetic
and musical works by notable figures of the Ferrarese court, including Torquato Tasso and
Luzzasco Luzzaschi, that address Tarquinia’s physical appearance, and her intellectual and
musical skills. This thesis will not encompass all of the poetry and musical settings

14

Irma B. Jaffe and Gernando Colombardo, Shining Eyes, Cruel Fortune: The Lives and Loves of
Italian Renaissance Women Poets, (New York NY: Fordham University Press, 2002).
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dedicated to Molza, but will focus on select case studies that may serve as a foundation for
a more comprehensive investigation.
In this study, I seek to further our understanding of the role of women in the
northern Italian courts during the second half of the sixteenth century. Furthermore, I strive
to examine the links between the gender ambivalence of Tarquinia Molza and her reception
among her contemporaries, exemplified through the poetry and musical settings that were
addressed to her. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, in this study I will shed light
on the importance of gendered rhetoric in late sixteenth-century culture, a consideration
that can be further developed and applied to the study of other notable figures.

10

CHAPTER 2
DEFYING GENDER EXPECTATIONS: TARQUINIA MOLZA’S
CAREER AS A PHILOSOPHER, POETESS, AND MUSICIAN
“Chi è non sappia per fama almento l’altissimo, e generalissimo valore in Modena della
Signore Tarquinia Molza?” (Who does not know, or has not at least heard of the great and
broad culture of Tarquinia Molza of Modena?) asked a speaker at the Academy of Lucca.1
Not many, as far as we know from historical sources. Tarquinia Molza was, and continues
to be, a well discussed and important name in the cultural landscape of late-Renaissance
northern Italy. She pushed the gender boundaries that had, until then, constrained the
intellectual activities of women, managing to carve a successful and well-rounded career
in the fields of music, poetry, and philosophy. Her subversion of gender expectations is
particularly evident in her work as a philosopher and poetess. Indeed, whereas music could
have a feminine connotation, especially with regard to performance, academic subjects
including philosophy and poetry had a more distinctly masculine connotation in the
Renaissance era. When we consider Molza’s career choices, it is plausible to understand
why there may have been contradicting ideas about Molza’s gender. In this chapter, I
examine the multifaceted career of Tarquinia Molza, reading it against the late-Renaissance
discourse on the status of women, especially within courtly contexts. In doing so, I will
also shed light on why Molza’s gender may have been regarded with such uncertainty.

1

Irma B. Jaffe and Gernando Colombardo, Shining Eyes, Cruel Fortune: The Lives and Loves of
Italian Renaissance Women Poets, (New York NY: Fordham University Press, 2002), 314.
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Views of women changed in an unpredictable manner throughout the Renaissance:
opinions regarding the “fairer” sex never seemed to remain the same for long. These
changes can be difficult to trace, but generally views of women could fit into one of the
four categories outlined in Ruth Kelso’s pivotal 1956 publication, Doctrine for the Lady of
the Renaissance:
Some thought that woman at best a necessary evil, some admitted
her good in a limited and humble way but of inferior value compared
to men, some took her as good and necessary equally with men, and
some claimed superiority for her over men.2
Favorable views akin to the end of Kelso’s synopsis were exceptional, as typically
women were not viewed in such a positive light. This ruthless categorization of females
feels somewhat unfitting during a time of extreme Marian devotion (the following and
worship of Mary, mother of Jesus Christ). Despite this adoration of Mary, women were
often associated with negative characteristics for they were descendants of Eve, the
source of evil. Even women who were born into high class or nobility were viewed as
some of the lowest members of society; perhaps even the lowest. Women, no matter
their class, usually fell beneath even the poorest man in the hierarchical tower.
Evidence of the commonplace negative views of women can be found in Michelangelo
Biondo’s dialogue Angitia cortigiana, de natura del cortigiana of 1540 (Attack on courts
and men and women at court), which features the voices of Nifo and Socrates. When
asked by Socrates “what is woman?” Nifo answers that she is:
Smoke because she is bitter, obscure, and black; vain shadow
because lacking firmness she is full of vanity, greedy for honor and
praise and boastful of what is not hers; a fury because she has an
overwhelming desire for everything beyond reason and if injured
2

Ruth Kelso, Doctrine for the Lady of the Renaissance (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press,
1956), 11.
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burns for revenge; the embodiment of pride - no animal in the world
has so great a desire to excel and to know too much, or so great an
envy; a sea full of winds destructive to man, and confusion.3
Nifo’s answer to Socrates’s question is a prime example of just how ordinary these
views were during the Renaissance. Echoes of these views can be found in Tasso’s work,
especially his Discorso delle virtù feminile e donnesca of 1572. In this treatise, Tasso
aligned himself with the Neoaristotelian view that, because men and women were
physically different, they each possessed a different set of virtues.4 Accordingly, women
were deemed incapable of equaling men’s achievements. In spite of this framework, Tasso
does admit that some women of exceptional virtue could have a place in the public and
intellectual sphere, and he personally admired Molza’s skills and achievements. 5
In her article “Gendering Modern Music: Thoughts on the Monteverdi-Artusi
Controversy,” Suzanne Cusick provides a useful outline of the gendered attributes of men
and women during the late-Renaissance, shown in the table below.6 Although there were
numerous exceptions to these categorizations, according to Cusick, men were generally
seen as perfect, active, complete, stable, and courageous: ultimately they possessed all that
could ever be needed. Women, conversely, were typically viewed in a more negative
manner and are most notably described as being incomplete, passive, and narcissistic.
These descriptions fit in well with the first view that Kelso describes, “at best a necessary
evil,” showing just how common it was to view women in such an unfavorable light.

3

Ibid., 13.
Laurie Stras, “Le nonne della ninfa: Feminine Voices and Modal Rhetoric in the Generations
before Monteverdi,” in Gender, Sexuality, and Early Music, ed. Todd M. Borgerding (London UK:
Routledge, 2002), 125-6.
5
For more on this topic, see Virginia Cox, Women’s Writing in Italy, 1400-1600, (Baltimore, MD:
John Hopkins University Press, 2008), 168-75.
6
Suzanne G. Cusick, “Gendering Modern Music: Thoughts on the Monteverdi-Artusi
Controversy,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 46, no. 1 (Spring, 1993): 4.
4
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Particularly striking, however, is how the majority of these descriptions go against the
commonplace Marian devotion of the late-Renaissance, particularly “unclean, polluted by
childbirth,” which is found in the final line of the “Women – feminine” column. These
adjectives contradict the celebration of Mary, especially when we consider her as the
mother of Christ.
Table 1: Reproduction of “Table 1” from Cusick “Gendering Modern Music: Thoughts on the
Monteverdi-Artusi Controversy.”
Man - masculine

Women - feminine

active
form, formative
perfect
complete
health
possesses all that is needed
natural
head and feet
reason, mind
soul
(masculine spiritus cleanses body: neuter
anima gives it life)
virtue
substance
Adam (generative, source of life)
act
stable
sun
hot
dry
courage
-

passive
material
imperfect (desiring, esp. desiring man for
own perfection)
(Aquinas: monsters of nature)
incomplete
sickness, deformity
deprived
unnatural
body
sensuality, sensibility
body
sin
ornament
Eve (part of Adam, source of evil)
potential
changeable
moon
cool
wet
chastity
luxurious
vain
narcissistic
deceitful (through makeup, clothes
intended to enhance beauty)
unclean, polluted by childbirth

The question then arises as to where exactly Tarquinia Molza fits into these descriptions
of gender as even her education, let alone her later involvement in “masculine” academic
circles, did not conform to late sixteenth-century gender expectations. Despite her mother’s
advocacy for a young Tarquinia to learn the “insignificant female arts”7 of needlework,

7

Jaffe and Colombardo, Shining Eyes, 311.
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silence, obedience, and household tasks that she would need when she married, Molza did
not receive the stereotypical “female” education like her sisters. Instead, Molza acquired
what might be best defined as a “male” education and was given the opportunity to study
a wide variety of subjects alongside her brothers. These included the sciences,
mathematics, Hebrew, Greek, Latin, and the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, sowing
seeds for her future. However, according to Irma Jaffe and Gernando Colombardo, despite
Molza’s birth into a high-ranking family, this feat did not come easily, as they report that
she “begged” her father to be educated with her brothers instead of with her sisters.8
Molza appears to have been ahead of her time in demanding the same education as her
brothers. However, this academic freedom was short lived as her tutors passed away when
she was just sixteen, leaving her to succumb to her mother’s wishes of occupying herself
with “women’s work,” particularly the learning and partaking in the typical household
chores expected of housewives. Despite this, Molza continued to defy gender expectations,
refusing to marry first out of her sisters. This is especially notable as the eldest daughter
was expected to marry first, and Tarquinia stood firmly against this notion. Instead, she
waited until the ripe age of eighteen and wed Paolo Porrini, a Modenese gentleman who
helped Molza to achieve the intellectual freedom that she so wished for. From what we can
gather, Porrini supported Molza’s desire to continue to explore her interests in philosophy,
poetry, and music. By the time of Porrini’s death in 1579, Molza had achieved an excellent
reputation in all three disciplines, partaking in some of the most esteemed philosophical
circles of northern Italy, composing and publishing poetry, and becoming a sought-after
lutenist and singer.

8
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15

Molza’s involvement in philosophical activities seems to be the most at odds with both
gender expectations and her successful musical career: philosophy was almost always
reserved for men, with academic activities generally considered masculine pursuits in
general. It is important to understand the theories of Plato that impacted on Molza so
greatly, and remained influential from Antiquity though to the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance era. Plato’s most influential theory is that of idealism (also known as “forms”),
which states that forms are the eternal, unchangeable, perfect universals of which the
particular objects we sense around us are imperfect copies. Plato also postulated the
existence of an eternal universe, in which reality is just a reflection of a higher truth. As far
as ethics is concerned, Plato’s views are based on the concept of virtue, which is crucial
for an understanding of differences between men and women during the Renaissance era.
Virtue was required to reach the “ultimate” good, something that all humans aim to achieve
through their actions. Perhaps most importantly, Plato maintains that true being can only
be obtained through the exchange of arguments, or the exercise of reason.
Neoplatonism was influenced by the teaching of classical Greek, Egyptian, Persian,
and Indian philosophies, which effectively fused Middle-period Platonism with oriental
mysticism. A philosophy with a religious connotation, Neoplatonism teaches that there is
an unparalleled and incomparable “one” from which stems the rest of the universe as a set
of lesser, or secondary, beings. Particularly prominent in the Middle Ages when the
philosophical theory influenced a number of Jewish thinkers, Neoplatonism remained an
important trail of thought in Renaissance Italy, and was a philosophy that Molza actively
engaged with.
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Although some of Molza’s philosophical writings were published, it is unlikely that
they would have been used and discussed outside of the academic circles that she
participated in. She was, instead, most well-known for her translations of Plato’s dialogues
Charmides and Crito from Greek to the vernacular.9 It seems, however, that Molza was
influential in these academic circles where she came into contact with a number of wellknown philosophers and academics. Most notably, Molza befriended the Venetian
Neoplatonist Francesco Patrizi who, in 1577, wrote a series of dialogues entitled
L’amorosa filosofia. This set of four fictional conversations is one of the most extensive
sources that documents Molza’s activities, and especially her views on the philosophy of
love. The exchanges are quite clearly based on the dialogues of Plato, and feature men who
discuss the virtues and talents that Molza possesses. Interestingly, Molza is listed as being
present at the table where the discussion is happening. However, she never speaks in the
dialogues. Instead the speech is left solely to the men, reflecting both contemporaneous
views of women and the strong, masculine connotations of philosophy. 10 Nonetheless, the
fact that Molza’s achievements are the subject of conversation in these dialogues speaks to
the high regard in which she was held in academic circles. Through these dialogues, Patrizi
is implicitly accepting Molza as an academic equal and encouraging others to do the same.
This is almost totally at odds with what we know about the general view of women at the
time, adding more fuel to the ambivalence with which her peers regarded Molza’s gender.
Despite the fact that poetry was viewed as a masculine activity, there were a number of
female poets besides Molza: Vittoria Colonna, Gaspara Stampa, Isotta Brembate, and

9

Anna Maria Crinò. “Review: L’amorosa filosofia by Francesco Patrizi,” Renaissance News 19,
no. 3 (Autumn, 1966): 241.
10
In her review of L’amorosa filosofia, Anna Maria Crinò suggests that Molza did actually speak
at the table, even going against her husband Paolo’s views at one point.
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Veronica Franca to name just a few. What is particularly interesting about Molza’s poetic
output, however, is the choice of subject for her work. A portion of Molza’s poetry is
available in Jaffe and Colombardo’s book Shining Eyes, Cruel Fortune: The Lives and
Loves of Italian Renaissance Women Poets. In what follows, I will discuss some of the
poems by Molza that they report.
Reportedly dedicated to Tasso, Molza completed the following two poems, which show
her despair towards Tasso’s departure from Modena in 1577, in relatively quick succession
of one another. The first poem, “Voi pur, Anima mia,”11 was written shortly before his
departure. The second, “Dopo l’aspra partita in gran dolore,”12 was written just after he
had left.
Voi pur, Anima mia
lasciar quì mi volete
priva di voi, che la mia vita sete.
O crudel omicida
con quanto dura sorte
mi conducete a morte?
Almeno il duol m’uccida
innanzi a voi ne l’ora del partire:
che forse al mio morire
una lagrima almeno
vedrò per la pietà bagnarvi il seno.
You then, Oh my soul
wish to leave me
deprived of you, who are my life.
Oh cruel murderer,
with such a harsh destiny
you leave me to die!
11
12

Jaffe and Colombardo, Shining Eyes, 331.
Ibid., 331-2.
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At least let my anguish kill me
before the moment when you go
so that for pity’s sake,
perhaps as I die,
I will see a tear fall on your breast.13
————
Dopo l’aspra partita in gran dolore
lassa restai, e con pena infinita
mi vo struggendo in così fiero ardore
che più la morte bramo, che la vita:
E s’io non ho soccorso al miser core,
L’alma farà da me certo partita;
Achimè ch’ognor opiangendo preso Amore
o che m’uccida, o che me porga aita!
Un sol rimedio trova al mio martire,
a l’intensa mia foglia, a tanti affanni,
ch’a l’afflitt’alma a tutte l’ore sento,
Che’l ciel mi faccia innanzi a voi morire
per dar fin sempre ai gravi tristi danni,
che per voi porto, ed al mio gran tormento.
After the bitter parting, I was left
in great grief and infinite pain
now I am consumed with such fierce passion
that I long more for death than for life.
And if I do not find help for my despairing heart,
my soul will surely depart;
alas, crying ceaselessly I beg Love
to kill me or help me.
There is but one remedy I can imagine for my suffering,
for the intense sorrow and anguish
that I feel constantly in my afflicted soul:
That heaven might let me die before you

13

Ibid., 317-19.
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to put an end to the severe, heavy load of torment
that I carry because of you.14
Molza’s feelings of anguish towards Tasso leaving for Ferrara are evident in her choice
of words. In fact, the word “anguish” can be found in line 7 of “Voi pur, Anima mia.”
Molza’s use of language in this first poem raises the question of how she viewed Tasso:
whether their relationship was purely platonic or amorous. Phrases such as “oh my
soul,” “deprived of my life,” “infinite pain,” “I long more for death than for life,” and
“despairing heart” add to this inquiry. However, these expressions are so idiomatic in lyric
poetry of the late sixteenth-century that it is difficult to infer much from them. What is
interesting in terms of gender expectations, though, is that the speaking voice is female
(priva, lassa, etc.), whereas in the lyric tradition one expects a man to be lamenting the
departure of a female lover.
These poems presumably addressed to Tasso are also of interest because they raise the
question of Molza’s attitude towards, and relationship with, men – more specifically male
intellectuals and artists. She had an army of potential suitors, many of whom she did
not reciprocate feelings for. Molza was clearly attracted to other intellectuals, for
she was “highly gifted herself.” 15 Molza’s alleged affair with Tasso is poorly
documented; there seems to be very little for us to base our speculations off of. If an
amorous relationship existed, however, it might have been somewhat one-sided on Molza’s
part. Her poems presumably addressed to Tasso are romantic in tone, whereas Tasso’s
poems for Molza tend to address her intellectual and artistic skills, as we shall see in
Chapter 2.

14
15

Ibid., 319.
Ibid., 326.
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More so than any of her other relationships, Molza’s friendship with, and amorous
interest in, composer Giaches de Wert has been well documented by scholars such as Carol
MacClintock.16 The pair apparently did not manage to hide their courtship that well, and it
was Molza’s then-employer, the Duchess Margherita, who initially noticed a change in
Molza’s demeanor. Jaffe and Colombardo claim that Molza started taking more care of her
appearance, most notably applying perfume more regularly. The pair’s affair was
discovered in 1589, culminating in the dismissal of both Molza and Wert from the court.
Not only was an affair greatly frowned upon, but Wert was considered out of Molza’s class,
perhaps one of the only times a man might fall below a woman in the hierarchy. Molza was
technically enlisted as a lady-in-waiting to the Duchess, fulfilling musical duties as part of
this role. Wert, on the other hand, was employed solely as a musician and therefore seen
as a servant to the court: musicians fell low on the totem pole. Though Molza might too be
seen as a servant, she worked in closer containment with the court’s nobility. Ultimately it
was deemed unacceptable for Molza to be as close as she was to Wert, whether in terms of
friendship or courtship.
Though her relationships are the basis of much speculation, Molza’s own love poetry
is of far more interest to us in our consideration of her gender ambivalence. A very select
portion of Molza’s love poetry is examined and translated by Jaffe and Colombardo. These
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are the poems “Eran le vostre lagrime nel viso”17 and “Donna, se da voi lunge.”18 Quite
interestingly, both poems are addressed not to a man but, to a woman – “Donna, se da
voi lunge” even starts with a salutation to “my lady.”19
Eran le vostre lagrime nel viso,
Donna, quel di a vederle
qual in vermiglio vel candide perle
ed io gridava agli occhi
con l’ardor che farete
se con l’umor m’ardete?
Quando fra’l pianto lampeggiando un riso
noi, dissero, in un loco
abbiamo l’acqua e’l foco;
ma col foco immergiamo
e con acqua abbruciamo,
perch’ abbagli l’amante, e si confonda
fra le fiamme e fra l’onda,
ne fia forza mortal che si difenda
ove il foco sommerga, e l’acqua incenda.
Were there tears on your rosy cheeks
my lady, the day I saw you,
like pearls shining on rubies,
and I sobbed
with the passion you aroused
and the feelings you inspired?
When between the tears a laugh broke out,
17

Jaffe and Colombardo, Shining Eyes, 332.
Ibid., 332-3.
19
Here it is important to note that there is disagreement as to the endings of some adjectives. In the
text reported by Jaffe and Colombardo, the feminine “viva” implies that Tarquinia is speaking of
herself and not as a fictional male lover. Durante and Martellotti, however, think that the adjective
should be masculine, thus making this poem just like the vast majority of lyric poems (addressed
from a man, fictional or real, to a woman, fictional or real). This question is addressed further in
Jaffe and Colombardo, Shining Eyes, 337.
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we, as the saying goes, felt
water and fire at the same time’
but we immersed ourselves in ire
and burned ourselves with water,
for the lover is tossed between
flames and waves.
Nor can mortal power defend itself
when fire drowns and water sets aflame.20
————
Donna, se da voi lunge
amor non mi disgiunge,
anzi, perché il duol cresca
vi porta legna ed esca.
Da voi sperava aita,
ma se fate partita
dov’avro gli occhi e’l core,
la vita e lo splendore?
Destin crudele e forte
m’a posto in dura sorte,
d’ogni mio mi spoglia,
e mi veste in doglia.
Dunque chi m’assicura
dal destin, s’ho paura
di voi? E d’amor privo
come rimarrò viva?
My Lady, if love does not keep me
far enough away from you,
let him bring wood and tinder
to increase the pain.
I hoped for help from you,
but if you are indifferent,
who will look at me lovingly,
where will I find the joy of living?
20

Jaffe and Colombardo, Shining Eyes, 320.

23

Cruel, powerful destiny,
you have giving me a harsh fate,
you have taken away everything dear to me
and you wrap me in sorrow.
But who will protect me
against destiny, if I am afraid
of you? And deprived of love,
how can I go on living?21

It is not just Molza’s salutations and address that provide the evidence that “Eran le
vostre lagrime” is dedicated to a female lover. In the fourth and fifth lines Tarquinia goes
further, writing that she “sobbed with the passion you aroused.” The references to fire and
water that follow are perhaps representative of this forbidden love, especially in lines ten
and eleven: “but we immersed ourselves in fire and burned ourselves with water.” The
difficulty of the love is made evident in lines twelve and thirteen, again with references to
the two elements: “for the lover is tossed between the flames and waves.” 22
The second of the two poems, “Donna, se da voi lunge,” takes a far harsher tone in
comparison to “Eran le vostre lagrime nel viso.” Molza’s seemingly unrequited love
appears unreciprocated and, like in “Voi pur, Anima mia,” her anguish towards the
situation is evident through her word choices. If anything, Molza’s despair feels more
extreme in “Donna, se da voi lunge,” with lines six, seven, and eight showing her distress:
“if you are indifferent, who will look at me lovingly, where will I find the joy of living?”
Other phrases such as “increase the pain,” “you have taken away everything dear to me,”
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and “and deprived of love, how can I go on living” in lines four, eleven, and fifteen and
sixteen respectively demonstrate this anguish further.
One must question why Molza was writing love poetry to, or about, a woman.
According to Riley, as far as we know Tarquinia did not write any love poetry explicitly
dedicated to a man, unless we assume that the two opening poems to this chapter really
were dedicated to Tasso. Did she address her poetry to a female lover to fit in with the
conventions of a genre in which the poet is typically male and the addressee female? If so,
did she take this stand so that her work could be taken seriously? Whatever her reasoning,
Molza’s dedication of love poetry to a woman is a prime example of the complex interplay
between her artistic activity and gender expectations in late sixteenth-century Italy.
Molza’s career as a musician is one that would have been the cause of extreme envy.
An esteemed lutenist and vocalist, Molza gained respect for her musical abilities and a
substantial following in a short period of time. Her association with the Concerto delle
donne undoubtedly played a part in her musical recognition, though she was a sought-after
musician before their formation. Established by Alfonso II d’Este in part to please his wife
Margherita Gonzaga d’Este, the Ferrarese court had tried approximately ten years
beforehand to create a group of a similar caliber. However, this initial group did not reach
the levels of fame that Duke Alfonso II so desperately desired it to obtain.23 The second
attempt was far more successful, as the group was composed of professionally trained
singers: Laura Peverara, Livia d’Arco, and Anna Guarini. Despite their private
performances, the group reached great levels of fame in other Italian courts and across
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Europe, and many courts tried to emulate them though with little success. Though the group
of singing ladies were ridiculed by some of the more “traditional” males, there is no
denying their musical talent. Indeed some male performers, particularly Giulio Cesare
Brancaccio, were especially put out by the talent that the group possessed. Despite the fact
that he was employed as a bass singer in the Concerto delle donne, Brancaccio viewed the
career of court musician as a low-ranking job – perhaps not incorrectly. He was aware that
his renown as a performer meant that his masculinity took a serious hit, and that his
employment as a musician meant that he had a lower social position than Molza and her
colleagues. This being said, he was also envious of the musical skill that Molza and her
colleagues possessed.
There are a number of mixed reports regarding Molza’s involvement with the Concerto
delle donne following her arrival in Ferrara in the early 1580s. Some scholars argue that
Tarquinia sang with the group, while others suggest that she was involved solely as a
musical and singing coach. 24 Whatever the case, it remains striking that Molza was
associated with such a distinguished group, once more attesting to her ability to excel in
multiple fields often with substantially different gender connotations.
Returning to the opening question of this chapter, taken from the speaker at the
Academy of Lucca: who had not heard of Tarquinia Molza? Very few, it seems. Molza’s
diverse choice of careers fueled her celebrity-like status, especially in the courts of
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northern Italy during the latter part of the Renaissance. Her standing was further aided
by the fact that she was successful in each career that she pursued: she was a noted poet,
in which she wrote laments and love poetry addressed to a wide array of people. She was
a philosopher who was a member of the high-brow academic circles, and who had
treatises and dialogues written about her by others that mentioned her work. Finally, she
carved a meaningful career in music and gained great respect for her skills as lutenist
and singer. Aside from her solo career, Molza was also involved with the infamous and
renowned Concerto delle donne, and became an in-demand musician.
The respect that Molza gained from these activities was long-lived, which is proved by
the by the fact that she was granted honorary Roman citizenship in 1600, an honor
typically reserved for men. Molza was the only woman to ever receive it, furthering the
ambivalence of her gender. A set of documents which described the attributes that
distinguished Molza from her contemporaries were released in accordance with the
presentation of this honor. Molza’s intellectual, literary and musical prowess all made the
list of attributes, proving that her biological gender and the genders of her careers need
not affect one another.
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CHAPTER III
PORTRAYING GENDER AMBIVALENCE: TARQUINIA MOLZA
THROUGH THE EYES OF HER CONTEMPORARIES

Tarquinia Molza’s figure, because of her merging of male and female gender
expectations, was extremely interesting to her peers. Her renown as a “feminine” musician,
both as a vocalist and a lutenist, was almost totally countered by her “masculine” careers
as a poet and philosopher. This gender ambivalence was the source of much speculation
and admiration, as attested by the many poems addressed to her. Poems of varying topics
were dedicated to her by a number of writers, though much of the poetry addressed in this
chapter comes from the influential Italian figure, and acquaintance of Molza, Torquato
Tasso. This poetry addresses a wide range of subject matters, but tends to be focused on
three key aspects of Molza’s figure: her appearance (both the masculine and feminine
attributes), her distinctively feminine musical career, and her involvement in the masculine
academic circles as both a poet and budding philosopher. While the poetry examined in
this chapter is just a small portion of what we know to exist, it does provide an insight into
how Molza was perceived by her peers. This poetry was in turn often set to music, which
allows us to examine how composers reacted musically to these poetic portrayals of Molza.
In what follows, I will zoom in on select poems and musical settings thereof, seeking to
determine how Tarquinia’s multifaceted skills and gender ambivalence were represented
poetically and musically.
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It is first worth examining the extant portraits of Molza when we consider the
ambivalence of her gender. Through the four pieces of artwork that Laurie Stras examines
in her article “Recording Tarquinia: Imitation, Parody and Reportage in Ingegneri’s ‘Hor
che ‘l ciel e la terra e’l vento tace’,” we may gain some insight into how Molza was
depicted.1 In these paintings, Molza tends to be portrayed as having both a high forehead
and extremely dark eyes. These features were (and still are, to some extent) typically
associated with masculinity, furthering the ambivalence of her gender.2 In the portraits that
Stras examines, we find images of Molza at different stages of her life: as a young girl, a
young woman, and a mature woman. We also come across another piece of artwork
depicting Molza in Jaffe and Colombardo’s publication on Italian female poets of the
Renaissance era.3 There is no date attached to the portrait, so it is hard to confidently say
when it was completed. One might place her age as somewhere between “young woman”
and “mature woman.” We can, however, clearly see Molza’s high forehead and dark eyes
in this depiction: perhaps the most masculine portrait that this chapter examines.4
Though much of the poetry dedicated to Molza comes from her friend and colleague
Torquato Tasso, we find some from the Italian poet, Angelo Grillo. Many of Grillo’s
madrigal texts were set by composers of the caliber of Luca Marenzio, Orazio Vecchi, and
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Parody and Reportage in Ingegneri’s ‘Hor che ‘l ciel e la terra e’l vento tace’,” Early Music 27, no.
3 (August 1993): 358-77.
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Claudio Monteverdi. His poem “Non è cor duro tanto” explicitly discusses Molza’s
involvement in private academic and philosophical circles. However, Grillo does so while
also discussing Molza’s musical abilities and reputation.5
Non è cor duro tanto,
Che non si spetri al vostro dolce canto;
Et al suon, che trahete
Da le sonore corde,
MOLZA gentil, mill’anime accedente;
E sono i feminili fregi vostri
Le dotte arti d’Atene, e i colti inchiostri
Grillo spends a considerable amount of time discussing Molza’s musical abilities,
the first instance of which is found in the second line of the poem and the phrase “your
sweet song.” We also come across other remarks that help Grillo to place Molza as an
important musician in this poem. These include “sound” in line 3 and “sonorous strings”
in line 4.6 Grillo’s poetry also comments on Molza’s social status. In the fifth line, he
describes Molza as a gentlewoman through his use of the word “gentil.” This is a word
that, because of its multiple meanings, may cause confusion and uncertainty. Here it is

5

Durante and Martellotti, “Tarquinia Molza e il concerto delle dame,” 261.
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important to consider the three definitions of gentlewoman that we find in the MerriamWebster dictionary.7
Gentlewoman
1. a) A woman of noble or gentle birth
b) A woman who is an attendant upon a lady of rank
2. A woman of refined manners or good breeding
Starting with the first definition of “a woman of noble or gentle birth,” Grillo may
be passing comment on Molza’s familial background. Molza was born into a well-to-do
family and received the kind of high-class education more typically reserved for men. As
we have previously seen, Molza studied astronomy, the sciences, philosophy, and a variety
of languages including Greek, Latin, and Hebrew, which put her at an educational level
similar to that of her brothers and other high-class men of the time. Considering the second
definition, “a woman who is an attendant upon a lady of rank,” Molza’s official title while
working at the court of Ferrara would have been lady-in-waiting to Margherita Gonzaga
d’Este, Duchess of the court of Ferrara and wife of Alfonso II d’Este.
In “Non è cor duro tanto” Grillo only briefly mentions Molza’s involvement in
academic and philosophical circles: “the learned arts of Athens, and the educated inks” in
line 7. Just one line out of the seven is dedicated to this important, and controversial, topic.
However, the mention of Athens solidifies Molza’s place within Neoplatonic thought. The
fusing of music and philosophy in this poem may suggest that the two topics could be
viewed in a similar light, that they are both equally worthy, and that one does not take a
higher precedence than the other. The fact that this pivotal line is also the final line of the
poem means that the reader is left not with thoughts of Molza’s music, but of her
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philosophical involvement instead. This might also suggest that Grillo viewed Molza first
and foremost as a philosopher, an assessment similar to Anthony Newcomb’s description
of Molza as “one of the most extraordinary female courtier/intellectuals of the late 16th
century.” 8
Irma B. Jaffe and Gernando Colombardo have gathered and translated a number of
poems that are dedicated to, or make mention of, Tarquinia Molza in their book. One such
poem is “Se gu’a rinascer laura e prenda l’arco”9 which cannot certainly be attributed to
any one poet. However, judging by the subject matter we can gather that the poet was
indeed familiar with the Concerto delle donne as the poem plays on words, and comments
on the group’s work. Not only is this poem dedicated, in part, to Molza but it addresses all
four of the supposed singing ladies. Versions of, and puns on, the members’ names appear
within the first three lines: in chronological order Anna Guarini, Laura Peverara, Livia
d’Arco, and Tarquinia Molza. To make this more evident, I have placed these name
variations in a bold typeface below.
Se gu’a rinascer laura e prenda l’arco
amor soave e dolce
ch’ogni cor duor molce
e son nel mio dir parco,
man non havrà però di valor tanto
quanto il celeste canto
di queste, che coi vaghi e liete accenti
far gir’ i monti e fan farmare i venti.
Let the laurel be reborn and let him take up his bow
that sweet and tender Cupid
who softens every hard heart,
but without exaggeration I can say
8
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they will not be as potent
as the heavenly singing
of these women who with charming and resonant voices
make mountains move and stop the winds from blowing.10
It is hardly surprising that the Concerto delle donne were receiving poetic dedications
like “Se gu’a rinascer laura e prenda l’arco,” for they were some of the most famous women
and musicians of the late sixteenth-century. As the performers of more serious madrigals,
the Concerto delle donne held a celebrity-like status at this time, known not just in the
courts of Italy, but further afield in modern-day Europe, and even in England. There are,
however, more phrases that suggest that the Concerto delle donne was quite the force to be
reckoned with. The anonymous poet notes that that the quartet, or trio depending on which
sources we take as truth, were able to “make mountains move and stop the winds from
blowing” with their “heavenly voices” in lines 8 and 6 respectively. Adding to the status
of both the Concerto delle donne and each individual member, the anonymous poet
describes the members as having “charming and resonant voices” in line 7.
“Mentre l’ardenti stelle”11 is a poem that has been credited as Tasso’s, though there
is some uncertainty surrounding this attribution.12 Whatever the case, the poet (referred to
as Tasso here) makes clear reference to Molza’s involvement in philosophical circles. Even
more specifically, “Mentre l’ardenti stelle” alludes to Molza’s Neoplatonic viewpoint and
beliefs.
Mentre l’ardenti stelle,
Con due più chiare e belle,
10

Ibid.
This is an early version of a poem that circulated in later sources as “Tarquinia, se rimiri” or
“Mentre mia stella miri.” This is discussed further in Newcomb’s edition of Il primo libro de’
madrigali a cinque voci.
12
Anthony Newcomb, Luzzasco Luzzaschi, Complete Unaccompanied Madrigals, vol. 4
(Middletown, WI: A-R Editions, Inc., 2010), xxxv.
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Tarquinia, contemplate
Il ciel esser vorrei
Per poter la beltate,
Che tutta non appare –
Ahi, deboli occhi miei –
Con mille altri in un sol sguardo mirare.
While the shining stars
with two yet brighter and more beautiful,
Tarquinia, you contemplate,
I would wish to be the heavens
in order to be able to admire the beauty [of your two eyes],
which does not appear fully –
ah, my weak eyes –
with a thousand others [eyes, the stars] in a single gaze.13
Tasso’s description of Molza’s eyes (“beauty”) in line 5 suggests an element of
perfection and, by association, masculinity. When Tasso compares Molza’s eyes to his own
“weak” ones in line 7, he is potentially classifying his eyes as having feminine attributes –
after all, weakness was a sign of femininity. This, when considered in conjunction with the
mention of, and allusion to, philosophy provides “Mentre l’ardenti stelle” with a rather
masculine tone.
When we consider Platonism, or Neoplatonism, it is worth thinking about how the
philosophical figure was represented in a number of artistic forms – particularly in
paintings and sculptures. Often, and most notably in Raphael’s “The School of Athens,”
we find Plato’s figure pointing towards the sky but maintaining eye contact with those
around him, depicting the common Platonic views of this time. Most obvious in their
reflection of Molza’s Neoplatonic views are Tasso’s references to the sky, particularly his
references to the “stars” in line 1. Tasso also sets up Molza as an academic, thinker, and
philosopher in the third line, “Tarquinia, you contemplate.” In the context of the poem, this
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line suggests a scene where Molza is looking up towards the sky, stars, and heaven, much
like Plato, reflecting on her Neoplatonic viewpoints. Furthermore, Tasso’s comparison of
Molza to Plato provides Molza with both greater social and academic standings.
Interestingly, this poem was set to music by Luzzasco Luzzaschi, the leading
musician of the Ferrarese court in the second half of the sixteenth century. Luzzaschi
predominantly composed madrigals, though there are some instrumental works to his
name. He became an influential madrigal composer and his setting of “Mentre l’ardenti
stelle” is found in his Il primo libro de’ madrigali a cinque voci published in Ferrara in
1571. This book of madrigals has been edited more recently by Anthony Newcomb in
2010, though two voices remain unknown. Being an early piece, composed before his
involvement in the Concerto delle donne, Luzzaschi’s setting of “Mentre l’ardenti stelle”
is not as florid as we might expect from our knowledge of his later works. In fact, simplicity
appears to be key in this setting, as shown in its texture, melodies, and rhythm. This musical
sobriety fits the serious topic of Molza’s philosophical involvement and ensures that the
text stands out clearly. Texturally, Luzzaschi sets the poem almost entirely syllabically,
allowing for further text clarity and for the words of this rather weighty poem to be
understood fully by both the listener and performer. The most notable exception is
Luzzaschi’s setting of the word “stelle” (stars), the final word of the first line (Example 1).
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EXAMPLE 1
Melismatic setting of the word ‘stelle’ (mm. 1-4).

This is the only time that embellishment is used in this setting, aside from occasional
melismas at cadence points (i.e., “appare,” m. 23). This melismatic treatment is
counteracted by the homophonic declamation of the line “Tarquinia, contemplate” in the
alto and tenor (Example 2), clearly denoting Molza’s importance. The largely homophonic
texture and speech-like rhythms might also be reminiscent of philosophical dialogues and
treatises of the time. It is possibly not a coincidence that text related to Molza’s
philosophical involvement is set in this manner – after all, she was famed for her
translations of some of Plato’s most highbrow works. The dedication of L’amorosa
filosofia, however, came some six years after the publication of these madrigals showing
that she was known in philosophical circles considerably before then. The final line “con
mill’altri in un sol sguardo mirare” is repeated three times to close the poem (Example 3),
quite literally representing the “thousand others” and placing an additional emphasis on
Tarquinia’s contemplation.
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EXAMPLE 2
Homophonic declamation of “Tarquinia, contemplate” (mm. 9-14).

EXAMPLE 3
Homophonic declamation of “con mill’altri in un sol sguardo mirare,”
repeated twice prior, and closing the setting (mm. 31-33).
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Outside of these phrases, interplay between the three voices (alto, tenor and quinto)
provides liveliness to the setting. This liveliness is also created through Luzzaschi’s use of
dotted rhythms, often found in the lighter madrigal style and in the canzona francese.
Ultimately, Luzzaschi’s setting of this poem utilizes simplicity in the most effective way
creating clarity, stability, and security upon which the poetic text can be placed.
Laurie Stras, too, has worked to translate some of the extant poetry dedicated to
Tarquinia Molza. From her, we find a poem that addresses Molza’s musical career: “Alza,
rapido Tar, l’umida fronte.”14 Here, the anonymous poet describes a scene in which Molza
is singing with a lady named Leonora on the banks of the River Taro. Stras suggests that
Leonora refers to Leonora Sanvitale, a singer involved in the Farnese and Ferarrese courts,
who was also a member of the first iteration of the Concerto delle donne. However, while
the poet describes Molza and Sanvitale’s voices as sweet in line 12 (“dolcemente,” which
actually translates to “sweetly”), there is a far greater focus on the physical description of
the pair of singers and their surroundings.
Alza, rapido Tar, l’umida fronte,
e grazie al cielo e alla tua gran ventura
rendi immortale, e cristallina e pura
l’onda per l’alveo d’or versa dal fonte.
Mira di doppio sol doppio orizzonte
nell’una e l’altra angelica figura,
la cui luce serena ogni ora fura
all’alto carro onde cade Fetonte.
D’odoriferi fiori ambe le sponde
di mille bei color dipingi e mostra
quanto sparga d’april Favonio e Flora,
e dolcemente, dov’Eco risponde
ninfe e pastori per l’ombrosa chiostra,
s’odan cantar TARQUINIA e LEONORA

14

Stras, “Alza, rapido Tar, l’umida fronte,” accessed February 10, 2017,
http://www.southampton.ac.uk/~lastras/secreta/texts/anon/alza.htm.
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Raise, rapid Taro, your watery brow,
and by the grace of Heaven and of your great fortune
make immortal, and crystalline and pure
the wave spilt by the fountain into the riverbed of gold.
Look at the double sun, the double horizon
of the one and the other angelic figure,
whose serene light every hour steals
from the high carriage from which Phoebus fell.
Along the banks, reveal and paint with sweet-smelling flowers
of a thousand beautiful colors, and show
how much springtime [April] is scattered by Favonio and Flora,
and sweetly, where Echo answers
the nymphs and shepherds by the shady bower,
hear Tarquinia and Leonora sing.15
The anonymous poet’s description of the two singers is strikingly feminine, and utilizes
adjectives such as “crystalline,” “angelic,” and “serene” in lines 3, 6, and 7 respectively to
describe the duo. Even the poet’s description of the pair’s surroundings is remarkably
feminine: the “riverbed of gold,” “sweet-smelling flowers,” and “beautiful colors” found
in lines 4, 9, and 10 all take on a far more pastoral and feminine connotation. Line 3,
however, generates a sense of uncertainty when the poet describes the pair of women as
“immortal” and “pure.” Both of these descriptions are those of perfection and therefore,
according to Cusick, hold an automatic association with masculinity.
When we consider his close relationship with Molza, it is perhaps surprising to find
that Tasso was a prominent figure in the ongoing, and often misogynistic, debate over the
role of women. In his 1572 pamphlet entitled Discorso della virtù feminile e donnesca,
Tasso largely embraced the Neoaristotelian view which stated that, due to their different
natures, women could not achieve the same as men. Tasso however did state that some
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exceptional women might rise to the same level of excellence as men.16 This is proven, to
some extent, through Tasso’s fondness for Molza, as discussed in Chapter 1, and his respect
for her intellectual achievement, which led him to treat her almost as a peer. Tasso’s high
esteem for Tarquinia is reflected in the many poems he addressed to her, in several of which
he explicitly mentions her activity as a philosopher. This is particularly evident in his poem
“Mentra fa con gli accenti” which mentions Molza by name in the second line, a work that
Stras has also translated.17
Mentra fa con gli accenti
Tarquinia risonar l’aria d’intorno
E così pone ‘l freno a’ fiumi’ e a’ venti,
Il portator del giorno
Crede che sia Caliope e ‘l carro gira.
Ma poi che la mimira
Gli par del terzo ciel la bella Dea
Onde, abbagliato il senso e l’intelletto:
“Ch’io ti fossi soggetto
- Disse - non ti bastava, o Citherea,
Mercé del foco tuo leggiadro e santo,
Se non mi soggiogavi ancor col canto.”
While Tarquinia makes the air all around
resound with music [ornaments],
and thus reins in the rivers and the winds,
the carrier of the day [Phoebus],
believing that it is Calliope, turns his carriage,
but when he sees her,
she seems to him the beautiful Goddess of the third heaven.
And so dazzling the sense and intellect,
so that I am made your subject,
he said, was not enough, o Venus,
thanks to your happy and blessed fire;
you also subjugated me with your song.18
16

Laurie Stras, “Le nonne della ninfa: Feminine Voices and Modal Rhetoric in the Generations
before Monteverdi,” in Gender, Sexuality, and Early Music, ed. Todd M. Borgerding (London UK:
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Tasso’s focus on Molza’s music making is made evident in the opening two lines
of “Mentra fa con gli accenti,” “while Tarquinia makes the air all around.” Towards the
middle of the poem, Tasso veers towards Molza’s philosophical involvement with phrases
such as “and so dazzling the sense and intellect,” found in line 8. Despite this digression,
however, we are aware that Tasso intended for this poem to primarily address Molza’s
musical abilities from the closing phrase “you also subjugated me with your song.” Thus,
Tasso leaves us thinking of Molza not as an academic and philosopher, but as a skilled and
accomplished musician. The mention of the ancient Greek goddess, Caliope, in line 5
further cements Molza’s place in this feminine musical world, for Caliope was praised for
the harmony of her voice. Caliope was also said to be the muse of Homer for two of his
epic poems, The Odyssey and The Iliad. The comparison between the two women might
suggest that Tasso was aware of the copious amounts of poetry that was being dedicated to
Molza, perhaps even viewing her as a modern-day Caliope.
Luzzaschi set this poem to music in his first book of madrigals from 1571 as well.
Interestingly, he sets the portions of the text that discuss Molza’s philosophical
involvement syllabically, as in “Mentre l’ardenti stelle.” This once more allows for greater
textual clarity and for the more “serious” words of the poem to be understood with ease.
However, we are yet to consider how Luzzaschi treats text that reports Molza as a musician,
a topic that this poem addresses. When the text mentions Tarquinia’s musical skills,
Luzzaschi engages in far more melismatic writing. Instead of the simple, speech-like
declamations of text related to Molza’s philosophical involvement, single syllables and
words are now stretched out to last the duration of almost two measures. We also come
across far shorter note values in Luzzaschi’s musical treatment of Molza’s vocal abilities.
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Luzzaschi moves away from whole and half notes (modern notation) and instead moves
towards regular successions of eighth and sixteenth notes, adding a feeling of luxury,
exuberance, and excitement to the setting. Example 4 and Example 5 demonstrate these
rhythmic complexities. In Example 4, we can also see runs of eighth notes, creating a
contrast with the quarter notes found in the upper two voices.

EXAMPLE 4
Rhythmic complexity in the lower voice (mm. 29-35)
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EXAMPLE 5
Melodic decoration of the word “fiumi” (mm. 8-10)

Tasso composed yet more poems addressed to Molza. One such poem is “Del puro
lume onde i celesti giri,”19 even though it does not make use of her given or family name
like the previously examined poems. 20 This sonnet specifically addresses Molza’s
appearance, particularly her eyes.
Del puro lume onde i celesti giri
Fece il sol e le stelle il mastro eterno
Formò i vostri occhi ancora, et al governo
Vi pose Amor, perché gli informi e giri.
E solo un raggio che di lor si miri
Lunge sgombra da noi la notte e ‘l verno
19

Durante and Martellotti, “Tarquinia Molza e il concerto delle dame,” 272.
It is important to note that, in some sources, this poem is addressed and dedicated to another
woman; Lucrezia Susena, lady in waiting to the Duchess of Urbino.
20
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Degli affetti mondani, e un foco interno
Vi accende di leggiadri alti desiri.
La fiamma da lor desta, a lor sembianti
L’anime rende, e l’arde, e non le sface,
Ma le fa lieve, di terrene e miste.
Non è tema o dolor che mai n’attriste;
Serena è come voi la nostra pace,
E son pianti di gioia i nostri pianti
Tasso’s focus on Molza’s eyes helps to portray two key aspects of her figure: her
gender and her involvement in philosophical circles. The two subjects intertwine with one
another throughout the sonnet. The first two lines aid the creation of these links through
the use of phrases such as “pure light,” “heavenly,” and “the sun and the stars.” Each of
these phrases can, at face value, be taken as descriptions of Molza’s eyes, and as such echo
the lyric tradition of praising the beauty of the beloved woman’s eyes. Perhaps they really
were heavenly or out of this world. Perhaps they really did possess a light similar to that
of the sun and the stars. The boldness and brightness connote femininity. However, and
maybe less obviously, these phrases are also representative of the Neoplatonic thought
favored by Molza, and may, therefore, have more masculine connotations. The sun, stars,
and heaven (or her otherworldly eyes, depending on what we take the word ‘celestial’ to
mean here) are indeed all implicit symbols of Neoplatonic thought, and this reading is
confirmed with the words “eternal master or God” in which Tasso signifies Neoplatonic
belief in a higher power and an ideal world. Accordingly, these hints at Molza’s
philosophical involvements and inclinations may also stand for Tarquinia’s “masculinity.”
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“Facelle son d’immortal luce ardenti,” too, comes from Tasso’s extensive poetic
output. Through his word choice, in this sonnet Tasso addresses not only Tarquinia’s eyes,
but also her musical skills, thus providing a more feminine portrait of Molza.21
Facelle son d’immortal luce ardenti
gli occhi che volgi in si soavi giri,
e fiamma e l’aura che tu movi e spiri
a formar chiari angelici concenti;
E foco sono le lacrime cadenti
che talor versi e foco i tuoi sospiri,
e quanti tu col dolce sguardo miri
e quanti rendi al dolce suono intenti.
Sol io, fra i vivi raggi e fra le note
onde avvampa ciascun, nulla mi scaldo,
ne troce onde nutrirsi in me l’ardore:
Ne gia son io gelido marmo e saldo,
ma consumato in altro incendio il core,
or ch’e cenere tutto, arder non puote.
Glowing with the light of transcendent passion
are your eyes that sweetly turn this way and that;
and the air become a flame as with every breath
you create angelic harmonies.
And fire are the flowing tears
that you shed, and fire also are your sighs
as your enticing glance falls on one and another of those
whom you charm with your artful song.
I alone, in the midst of those sparkling trills
that excite your listeners, am not warmed,
nor is my ardor aroused.
Nor am I cold and hard as marble,
but my heart consumed in another flame
is now ashes, and it can no longer burn.22
Tasso describes Molza’s eyes as “glowing with the light of transcendent passion” and
“sweet” in lines 1 and 2, and her gaze as “enticing.” Tasso’s feminine description of
Molza’s eyes is contrasting to Grillo’s masculine description of their darkness in his poem
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“Non è cor duro tanto.” As in Molza’s own love poetry, Tasso mentions fire and flames,
as seen in the final tercet of the poem:23
Nor am I cold and hard as marble,
but my heart consumed it in another flame
is now but ashes, and it can no longer burn.
Since references to flames and fire are exceedingly common in the lyric tradition
and since we have no firm evidence as to Tasso’s romantic involvement with Molza, we
cannot read too much in to these expressions of unreciprocated love. This poem, however,
does very clearly show Tasso’s admiration for Molza’s singing skills. Phrases like “with
every breath you create angelic harmonies” in lines 3 and 4 confirm that it was her voice
that was particularly sought after, in working with Patrizi’s writing. Interestingly, no poetry
that this chapter examines makes any mention of Molza’s skills as a lutenist; supporting
the view that it was indeed her voice that people deemed more beautiful. Tasso backs up
this point with the use of phrases such as “you charm with your artful song” and “in the
midst of those sparkling trills that excite your listeners” in lines 8, and 9 and 10
respectively.
Despite the speculations over whether or not Tasso reciprocated the love that Molza
supposedly harbored for him, “Forse è cagion l’aurora” portrays just how highly Tasso
regarded his friend, mainly through the discussion of her voice.24
Forse è cagion l’aurora
di questo bel concento
che fan le fronde e i rami e l’acque e ‘l vento?
O con sì dolce modo
il ciel Tarquinia onora,
23

We must be mindful of the fact that we are unsure of the nature of Tasso’s relationship with
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e per lei de la terra s’innamora.
I’ odo, o parmi, i’ odo
la voce: ella è pur dessa;
ecco Tarquinia viene, Amor s’appressa!
Perhaps the reason for the dawn
is the beautiful sound
the leaves and the branches and the waters and the wind make?
O in this sweet way,
the sky honours Tarquinia
and because of her falls in love with the earth.
I hear, or it seems to me, I hear
a voice: it can only be hers;
lo, Tarquinia comes, and Love approaches25
Tasso, once again, provides us with a more feminine look at Molza, as this poem
discusses her voice – part of her “feminine” side. Describing her voice as “sweet” in line
4, and as having a “beautiful sound” in line 2, the poem starts on a strong, feminine footing.
In line 5, Tasso states that the “sky honors Tarquinia,” perhaps a hint at her philosophical
involvement, but this shift is short lived as Tasso returns to praising Molza’s voice in line
6. Lines 7, 8 and 9 appear to truly cement Tasso’s high regard for Molza’s voice;
I hear, or it seems to me, I hear
a voice; it can only be hers,
lo, Tarquinia comes, and Love approaches.
As attested by the extensive portraiture and poetry dedicated to her, it is evident that
Molza’s varied career paths were a focal point for many in the late sixteenth-century.
Portraits further back up claims that Molza was perceived as having both masculine and
feminine traits: her dark eyes and high forehead are especially noteworthy in this respect.
The poetry dedicated to Molza, frequently blending references to her philosophical
involvement and her musical abilities, further attests to Molza’s crossing and by-passing
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of gender expectations. The musical settings emphasize this message, using a simple, sober
style when the text addresses Molza’s academic career, and a more florid, sensual style
when the poetry addresses her musical skills, sometimes switching rapidly between the
two.
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION
Through the examination and detailed analysis of artwork, philosophical writings,
poetry, and music, we can begin to piece together a picture of how Molza, and the gender
ambivalence that surrounded her, were received by her contemporaries. Though
biologically female, her involvement in activities with as diverse gender expectations as
philosophy, poetry, and music were responsible for the gender ambivalence surrounding
her figure. As shown in Chapter 1, her own poetry may have further augmented this
perception as most of her poems appear to address women. In doing so, she may have
simply sought to adhere to late sixteenth-century lyric conventions, but at the same time
corroborated the air of masculinity surrounding her figure created by her involvement in
philosophy. This masculine air stood in stark contrast to her activity as a singer, which had
a far more feminine connotation.
When we consider some of the extant art depicting Molza, as well as the descriptions
that accompany them, it is clear that her contemporaries were fascinated by the gender
ambivalence surrounding her figure. For example, while in early portraits Molza is
depicted with soft, feminine facial features, in later ones she is depicted with dark eyes and
a wide forehead, both features with distinctly masculine connotations. Poetry addressed to
Molza also reflects the gender ambivalence surrounding her figure, blending references to
her intellectual and musical abilities. Accordingly, these poems portray both her
“masculine” and “feminine” side, sometimes switching very rapidly between the two. This
ambivalence is also echoed in the musical settings of this poetry, as she is depicted in two
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distinct musical styles: a sober style, with homophony and speech-like rhythms when the
poetry addresses her academic, and therefore “masculine,” qualities and a sensual style
with abundant decoration when the poetry addresses her musical, and therefore more
“feminine,” skills.
In conclusion, my work has considered how the notions of masculinity and femininity
influenced the reception of Molza by her peers. From this study, we can gather that Molza’s
involvement in philosophical circles, and her talents as a poet and musician meant that her
gender was received with some confusion. While there is still considerable work to be done
on the gender ambivalence that surrounded Tarquinia Molza, including further analysis of
poetry and musical settings, this study has furthered our understanding of the role of gender
in late-Renaissance Italy. Moreover, my work has considered the role of women in a more
general fashion in the northern Italian courts during the second half of the sixteenthcentury. Perhaps even more importantly, this study has helped to shed light on the
importance of gendered rhetoric in late sixteenth-century culture. This is something that
can continue to be developed and then applied to the study of other notable figures of this
time.
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